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It is important to note that this thesis investigation remains unfinished,
for there are no definite conclusions to the questions put forth. As the discipline
continues to question the role of traditional building and the way it is taught in
western academia, one question remains difficult to answer:
				What is the role of the architect?

PRE FACE

This thesis attempts to imagine a scenario in which this question could be
answered; it is not meant to be a proposal to an intervention. Instead, this thesis
serves as an imagined reality to foster even more questions and provocation.
Furthermore, this thesis is meant to be a vessel to understand further the complexity
of the culture belonging to Acapulco, Mexico and to instill pride in not only the rich
history of the region, but also the traditions that follow.
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Impermanence and maintenance are two words often associated with the discourse of
temporal architecture; durability, sustainability, efficiency, are all keywords to measure the value
of a structure. The architect strives for an everlasting building: a monument of the superiority and
knowledge of the designer. However, in order to retain its enduring status, it must succumb to the
act of maintenance. Typically seen as a solution or a key player in the game of the architectural
resistance of time, maintenance is rarely seen as the question in which to design around.
What happens when architecture is created around the act of maintenance?
This thesis explores the possible design reactions to this question in the context of building
practices and its influences in Acapulco, Mexico. Tourism and other extractive regimes based in
capitalism have dramatically transformed the built landscape of Acapulco, forcing urban asymmetry

ABS TRACT

and localized wealth. While tourism brings economic opportunity to the region, competition
between multinational corporations and local businesses are unfair and not only perpetuate
financial distress, but also create exploitative circumstances. As a result, transcalar moments of
intentional impermanence have become the recognizable typology throughout the city.
At the individual scale are the mobile vendors; operating at the group scale are the unofficial
businesses attached to residencies, and lastly, the large group scale being open-air markets known
as Tianguis.
This design re-imagines these typologies in a scenario in which they harvest the local
knowledge of maintenance and labor deeply rooted in Mexican artisan history as a kit of parts that
temporarily serve the function demanded by its user. To illustrate the kit of parts and its modularity,
the thesis exists during a local festival and follows moments in the city where the procession unrolls
and how the kit of parts can facilitate these moments of gathering and celebration.
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LA SILLA ACAPULCO
											

Following the Agrarian movement that sparked the Mexican revolution,

A home is filled with many domestic objects that we pass or interact

The Mexican government was challenged by the task of joining the

with daily. Most go unnoticed and eventually become the backdrop of

working class and the Mexican elites. One strategy was implementing the

everyday life. However, examining these objects closely and knowing

Mexican government’s policies on establishing a more robust cultural

their origins can transform how they are interacted with, and in essence,

identity. “This demand for agrarian reform signaled a new age in Mexican

the object’s identity. The relationship between user and object becomes

society: issues concerning the popular masses.” 1 Politicians of the time

interconnected with the knowledge of their origin. In the case of the

realized that the majority of the population was not literate and thought

Acapulco chair, one can note this to be true. Not knowing how the

it best to approach this by murals. This introduced the key players in

object came to be, its identity becomes ambiguous; its purpose is less

establishing cultural identity were known as ‘Los Tres Grandes’ translating

interpretable. As a result, its role and value in a domestic setting become

to ‘The Big Three’.

entirely based on context rather than intended design. The Acapulco
Chair is an outdoor seat that emerged in the 1950s in Acapulco, Mexico.

1

Gameo, 24

Its frame is made of curved steel rods that form a hole in the seat’s core. A
vinyl cord is passed through the center and serves in wiring the rest of the
chair. Its avocado-like silhouette perfectly fits the human form in a relaxed
form. However, how the chair came to evolve these design decisions is still
unknown. The chair suddenly appeared.
In its first known context: Acapulco, Mexico, the chair is a story of
maintenance and labor that parallels the history of the city’s Golden era
and its end. In its second context, the chair is a mysterious mid-century
modern furniture piece occupying window fronts of high-end boutiques.
To understand the chair in either context, one must become familiar
with Mexico’s history and place in the Mid-Century Modern Movement,
specifically Acapulco and Mexico City.
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Despite the Mexican government’s attempt to create a uniform
artistic style to represent the Mexican population, the individual’s
expression of their identities produced beautiful work and a strong sense
of autonomy amongst Mexicans that remained ingrained in the attitudes
of future generations. This movement and artform appealed to and highly
influenced many Mid-Century Modernists worldwide. Designers from Ray
and Charles Eames, Joseph and Anni Albers, to starchitects like Frank Lloyd
Wright all claim to have participated in traveling to Mexico in search of
artistic inspiration. They spent countless times in the country observing
Mexican culture and injecting themselves into its art revolution at its peak.
Clara Posets Exibition in Mexico City, 1952 Exhibiton

Not only were they inspired by the art that was being produced at the time,
but by the built landscape itself. Archeology became a source of ideas for

It consisted of muralists, David Siqueiros, Diego Rivera, and José Clemente

designers. Its heavy Meso-American influence provided exciting geometries

Orozco. These artists created floor-to-ceiling murals depicting the

. that captured the “modern” essence. 1

country’s history and the role of the common laborer during the beginning

4). Ray and Charles Eames, most known for their contribution to furniture

of industrialization in Mexico. 2 Los Tres Grandes sparked an artistic

design, produced textiles, paintings, and even documentaries solely based

movement that generated genuinely unique and unprecedented artwork

on Mexican trips. With the recommendation of the Clara Porset, a Cuban

and design throughout the country. “When middle-class individuals and

influential designer in Mexican art history, Joseph and Anni Albers also

the indigene have the same sensibility in art, we will be redeemed culturally

ventured into the ever-popular country. Like the Eames, they were struck

… a national art for which one of the great bases of nationalism will have

by the Pre-Columbian influence and even created an entire collection of

emerged.” 2 The country’s capital, Mexico City, was soon flocked by

photographs of the ancient ruins.

international designers and influential foreigners admiring what Mexico had
to offer during its cultural revival.
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Ray and Charles Eames, most known for their contribution to furniture

As Mexico became more prevalent

design, produced textiles, paintings, and even documentaries solely

amongst the wealthy, celebrities were

based on Mexican trips. With the recommendation of the Clara Porset,

quick to explore ‘exotic’ Mexico. A few

a Cuban influential designer in Mexican art history, Joseph and Anni

famous American stars discovered

Albers also ventured into the ever-popular country. Like the Eames,

Acapulco, a beach destination just a

they were struck by the Pre-Columbian influence and even created

few hours south of Mexico City on

an entire collection of photographs of the ancient ruins. Frank Lloyd

the Pacific Coast. This included stars

Wright’s Hollywood Hill House also takes these same influences and

like Frank Sinatra, Rita Hayworth, and

embeds it in the facade design. (5) The geometries influenced by the

even the Prince of Wales. However, it

ancient structures are deeply embedded in many of his styles. Many

was not until Elvis Presley’s film, Fun

more designers used Mexico as a mecca of artistic epiphany.

in Acapulco, did Acapulco become a

However, it was not just a one-way relationship with Mexico and the

highly desired vacation spot. 1

Modernists. Just as Mexico impacted the movement, influences of
Modernism also heavily left a mark on Mexican art and design. One
of the most prominent events of this movement was Clara Porset’s
exhibition, in 1952, El Arte en la Vida Diaria: Exposición de Objetos de
Buen Diseño hechos en Mexico. “The subtitle made in Mexico rather
than Mexican design highlighted the fact that many of the designers
including Porset had come from elsewhere offering new perspectives.”
(6) This event radiated the same liberal ideals that the population of
Mexico championed at this time and brought them to the forefront
of the event. In tune with Los Tres Grandes, murals became not just
a backdrop for the pieces featured but also a part of the exhibition.
“By positioning handmade Mexican objects as part of a transatlantic
dialogue rather than a nationalist heritage, the exhibition signaled a
shift in approach to the nation’s design” (7).
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Its popularity became so intense that the Mexican government created a
direct road that connected Mexico City and Acapulco. As the city expanded
to accommodate its economy for tourism, locals started to see the effects
of gentrification and the adverse effects of a service-based economy.
Locals changed the jobs that related to the port industry and were instead
employed by hotels, restaurants, and attractions. Because of this, many
Mexican locals experienced exploitation in impoverished parts of the city.
This was so drastic that the domestic spaces of locals were transformed into
a new typology. Homes started to embed more porch designs in order to
double spaces as shop space for more financial gain. Despite the conditions
under the pressure of extreme tourism and exploitation, the locals were
able to apply the same sense of autonomy and individualism prevalent in
folk art and craft to practical design, like furniture design.
It was during this time that the Acapulco chair emerged into Mexican
history. While no one truly knows the chair’s origin, two rumors are crucial
to understand the context of the chair and should be questioned and
explored. The first is the theory that the chair derives from the Mayan
Hammock. This theory is because the hammocks silhouette, when being
occupied, can be overlaid with the shape of the Acapulco Chair. Not only
that but the wire weaving technique is also reminiscent of the Mayan
weaving in other artworks, not just hammocks. The second rumor was that
a Western foreigner (suspected Italian), while on vacation, designed the
Acapulco chair to accommodate himself during his stay better. Regardless
of either theory, the site of origin and popularization is the same: Acapulco,
Mexico.
Residents favored the chair’s construction for many reasons: its portability,
durability, affordability, and ease of maintenance. The chair’s lightness
allowed the flexibility of its placement in a home. The chair can easily be
transported to where it was needed as determined by the user. Additionally,
as more and more commerce happened locally in the resident’s front
33

35

LA TRADICION DE PAPEL

37

EL FANDANGO

39

THE VALUE OF
IMPERMANENACE

41

INTENTIONAL
IMPERMANENCE
											
A home is filled with many domestic objects that we pass or interact
with daily. Most go unnoticed and eventually become the backdrop of
everyday life. However, examining these objects closely and knowing
their origins can transform how they are interacted with, and in essence,
the object’s identity. The relationship between user and object becomes
interconnected with the knowledge of their origin. In the case of the
Acapulco chair, one can note this to be true. Not knowing how the
object came to be, its identity becomes ambiguous; its purpose is less
interpretable. As a result, its role and value in a domestic setting become
entirely based on context rather than intended design. The Acapulco
Chair is an outdoor seat that emerged in the 1950s in Acapulco, Mexico.
Its frame is made of curved steel rods that form a hole in the seat’s core. A
vinyl cord is passed through the center and serves in wiring the rest of the
chair. Its avocado-like silhouette perfectly fits the human form in a relaxed
form. However, how the chair came to evolve these design decisions is still
unknown. The chair suddenly appeared.
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nd serves in wiring the rest of the chair. Its avocado-like silhouette
perfectly fits the human form in a relaxed form. However, how the chair
came to evolve these design decisions is still unknown. The chair suddenly
appeared.
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